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Abstract
This research explored reflective writing as a tool for understanding critical
consciousness, with 10th and 11th-grade history students as a form of engaged research toward
understanding self-efficacy and civic agency. It was situated in a framework of Critical Race
Theory (Bryant et. al., 2015) critical consciousness (Furman, 2012; Shih, 2018), and
Participatory Action Research (Maguire, 1987). Through in-depth interviews, focus groups and
reflective writing prompts with 9 students and a faculty member, the findings showed that the
deprecation of youth’s voice by adults affects youth’s sense of self-efficacy and perceived
abilities to create meaningful change. It was further found that youth embrace, affirm, and desire
change, but find that adults, in their words, have “fixed mindsets”. Student participants also
enumerated a value to the practice and pursuit of research when developing their worldviews
when they also believe that this work will lead to meaningful change in their communities and
more specifically their schools. These findings have important implications for how reflective
practices can be used in the classroom to further student understandings of structures of power
and self-efficacy, and how school districts and educational policymakers can empower students
with the opportunity for civic engagement.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
I begin with two confessions. First, I never imagined I would find myself in the position
of submitting a master’s thesis. I never imagined I would be in this position because I’ve
believed I wasn’t capable of doing so, that my mental capacity and academic capabilities were
not on par for such a task. And so, for the majority of my 33 years, I’ve believed that this, was
out of reach and not to even be considered a “pipe dream”. I’ve believed that personal change,
progress, and development were incapable and that what I’m able to accomplish is fixed and
concrete. I’ve suffered from a “fixed mindset”. Second, I believed I lacked self-efficacy. I
struggle with doubt, doubt in myself to succeed, to make an impact, and to create change. I’d ask
myself a series of self-defeating questions, always then answering in the negative. Can I graduate
with a bachelor’s degree? Probably not. Am I capable of becoming a high school teacher?
Probably not. Will I be accepted into a graduate program in an academically focused state such
as California? Probably not. Can I succeed in my endeavor of writing a master’s thesis? Probably
not. Each step of the way, I’ve doubted my abilities and my potential. Only now have I realized
that the underlying beliefs held by these two confessions formed the basis of this research
project. Without truly understanding it, I was challenging myself to contest a “fixed mindset”
and my limitations relating to my perceived self-efficacy. I’ve challenged myself to take this
journey and along the way embrace it, learn from it, and use it as a tool to spark change in how I
engage with others.
Reflecting on my own story caused me to question how these insights can be used to
benefit others, chiefly my high school students, and perhaps even more importantly, what I can
learn from them. What constitutes a meaningful change in their eyes? How is this change
created? Can they be their own catalyst for change or do they require an outside source? Even
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more, what role do adults play in the development of youth’s self-efficacy and perceived abilities
to enact meaningful change?
Statement of Purpose
Previous studies have shown that critical consciousness can be beneficial to students and
teachers to acknowledge, understand and challenge one’s biases and prejudices (Furman, 2012;
Shih, 2018). Paolo Freire considered critical consciousness as “reflection and action upon the
world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1993, p. 51) and also a tool to create change (Freire, 1973,
1993; Watts, et al., 2011). While much of the previous research has shown critical consciousness
to be effective in promoting and creating change, how does youth’s relationship with adults fit
into this picture? As such, the use of participatory action research methods within this study will
facilitate the examination of this relationship. Participatory action research methods have been
shown to provide empowerment and agency to those involved (Maguire, 1987) and can become
an effective tool to bring about “meaningful change” (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009, p.83).
Lastly, the utilization of the theoretical framework of Critical Race Theory will provide a lens
through which the societal practice of devaluing youth voice is examined. Delgado and Stefancic
(2001) hold that a key tenet of CRT is the “social construction” theory. This tenet maintains that
race is “not objective, inherent or fixed” (p. 7). The purpose of this study is to examine the role
of adults and educators in cultivating youth’s self-efficacy and their perceived abilities to create
change on a high school campus in Northern California.
Overview of Research Design
This study was guided using a qualitative method approach, transformative worldviews,
and phenomenological-driven inquiry. Qualitative research methods were used to examine and
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better understand how youth’s perceived self-efficacy impacts their perceptions of their abilities
to create meaningful change in a high school setting.
Research was conducted at a suburban high school located in Northern California. The
school body of this school consisted of 39% Hispanic, 36% White, 17% Asian, 5% multi-ethnic,
1% Black, less than 1% Pacific Islander/Hawaiian, and less than 1% Native American/Alaskan
Native students. Student participants ranged in age from 15-17 and self-identified as White,
Hispanic, Latinx, and Asian. Students were also members of the researcher’s 10th and 11thgrade social studies classes. The teacher participant identified as a 32-year-old White female, and
is a peer of the researcher within the social studies department, but does not have any of the
student participants as a current student.
Qualitative methods were used to collect data for this study. Data was collected through
reflective journaling, open-ended interview questions and writing prompts. Open coding was
used to analyze and organize collected data to develop themes. This research culminated in a
student and teacher-led presentation to staff and administrative stakeholders. This presentation
shared the findings of the study and presented proposed changes that will facilitate the inclusion
of more student voice on campus.
As a social studies teacher of all student participants and a peer of the teacher participant,
my positionality permitted a sense of rapport and trust (Maxwell, 2013). My sincere hope for
each of my students is that they are successful in their endeavors and achieve their highest
potential. My experiences at three separate high schools in Northern California have impacted
me and left lasting impressions regarding marginalized students within the education system.
With this in consideration, the researcher strived to establish a welcoming and authentic
environment in which participants felt comfortable sharing their thoughts and stories without fear
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of consequence. Recognizing this reactivity, the researcher sought to understand this influence
within the context of this study and use it productively (Maxwell, 2013). To address validity,
multiple approaches to assess the accuracy of the findings were used including triangulation
methods along with member checking (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Significance of the Study
The findings of this study highlight the need to further understand youth voice within the
context of developing self-efficacy and creating meaningful change by youth, and in turn their
desire for civic engagement. A vital finding of this study was that youth feel their voice is
deprecated by adults, often because of their age and the perception that their lack of life
experiences inhibits their abilities to contribute to their communities. This deprecation of youth
voice affects their sense for self-efficacy and perceived abilities to create meaningful change.
This study also found that while youth affirm and embrace meaningful change, they are often
denied the access to power required to enact such change as a consequence of what they perceive
to be a “fixed mindset” by adults. Student participants shared that they feel adults, including
educators, suffer from the very thing they so often stress students themselves challenge, the
belief that one cannot expand and modify one’s natural qualities and attitudes. Lastly, the
findings of this study revealed that youth value the practice and pursuit of research when
developing their worldviews.
Implications
The findings of this study evidenced the need to reevaluate the structures, routines, and
policies of my classroom to invite, encourage youth voice. Inviting and taking into consideration
of youth voice will invite a more inclusive learning environment where all students feel their
ideas can be put into action and carry value. In turn, the classroom will benefit from the lived
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experiences and collective knowledge of all students. Policymakers and stakeholders must also
reevaluate structures of power that exist on school campuses and in classrooms. One such way is
by considering the “Advisory” lessons that all students participate in each week and creating
space in the creation of these lessons for youth input. By acknowledging and furthering
understandings of how these structures affect youth’s perceived self-efficacy and abilities to
create change, we can begin to shape a future generation and society that embraces civic
engagement and believes in their abilities to advance their ideas and worldviews. Lastly, by
involving youth in the decision-making processes that will inevitably affect them, we are
harnessing the full power of a society's experiences and knowledge, thus inviting the creation of
more inclusive policies.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This literature review aims to present critical consciousness (CC), critical race theory
(CRT), and participatory action research methods (PAR) within the context of how these
frameworks can combine in a high school social studies classroom to promote self-efficacy, civic
purpose, and the desire to create meaningful change. Reviewing the current literature highlighted
a lack of research examining how adults perceive youth and how these perceptions may play a
role in deprecating youth voice and youth’s self-efficacy and perceived abilities to create change
on a high school campus in Northern California. The following literature review will outline the
historical development and contextual significance and uses of critical consciousness, critical
race theory, and participatory action research.
Critical consciousness has been shown to be beneficial to teachers and students to
acknowledge, understand and challenge one’s biases and prejudices (Furman, 2012; Shih, 2018)
and hailed as the antidote to oppression (Freire, 1973; Godfrey & Burson, 2018). Using CC in a
high school classroom has previously been examined and is not a foreign endeavor, however
current research lacks examination of how historical understandings can be used specifically
with critical reflection exercises and practice to reveal and make sense of the relationships
between past events and inequitable societal and cultural phenomena that exist today (Watts et
al., 2011).
Research has shown students of color are often viewed using a deficit perspective (Volk
& Long, 2005). A deficit perspective holds, in part, that a lack of motivation, low aspirations,
and the home environments of children of color all pose a challenge to their success (Volk &
Long, 2005). By employing this lens, an individual establishes a perspective that they will
continue to use while developing their worldviews and sense of self-efficacy. This study will
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seek to examine the role of historical understandings in the development of CC, and how CC can
be used to promote self-efficacy and civic purpose (Malin et al., 2015) in youth and teachers.
Critical race theory is concerned with working against inequities and the byproducts of
these inequities by giving voice to those who are oppressed. In turn, individuals and groups using
this voice as a tool can create societal change (Bryant et al., 2015). Applying tenets of CRT as
described by Delgado and Stefancic (2001) to a social studies classroom may provide additional
resources through which meaningful change can be created. The “social construction” theory
holds that race is a social construct and is “not objective, inherent or fixed” (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001, p. 7). Delgado and Stefancic (2001) also maintain that how society uses race is
of great importance to furthering the development of CRT. The use of CRT in a social studies
classroom can provide the framework to examine society as it relates to this study and uncover,
acknowledge and act against inequities, thus providing youth and teachers with a sense of civic
purpose and the desire to create meaningful change.
Participatory action research methods seek to improve the world through knowledge and
understanding (Baum et al., 2006). PAR provides empowerment and agency to those involved
and consists of a three-part process designed to spark societal and personal change (Maguire,
1987). Reflecting the environment in which it is developed, PAR can provide a tool to bring
about what Brydon-Miller and Maguire term, “meaningful change” (2009, p. 83). PAR allows
for collaborative efforts to bring about personal growth and reform of established norms and
policies (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009). The use of PAR in this study will be the instrument
through which students and teachers will seek to promote meaningful change on a high school
campus in Northern California and challenge perceptions of their own self-efficacy and biases.
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Critical Consciousness
Paolo Freire considered CC as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform
it” (Freire, 1993, p. 51) and also a tool to provide marginalized people with so social and
political injustices can be opposed, overcome, and corrected (Freire, 1973, 1993; Watts et al.,
2011). Critical consciousness, as described by Watts et al. (2011), comprises three key
components: critical reflection, political efficacy, and critical action.
Critical Reflection
Critical reflection refers to the action of analyzing inequities and in turn rejecting them.
These inequities can take the form of racial, ethnic, gender, social, economic, or any other form
of inequity that inhibits an individual or a group’s well-being (Watts et al., 2011). Freire (1993)
felt that human activity is both reflection and action, and stressed the inability to separate the
two. Though the two go hand-in-hand, critical reflection is typically viewed as the means
through which critical action takes place (Watts et al., 2011). Critical reflection can both inform
and be informed by one’s belief that one is capable of creating social and political change (Tyler
et al., 2020). As individuals and groups begin to analyze their environment, they begin to
become aware of the conditions in which they find themselves immersed. Armed with this
realization, action can create change (Freire, 1973; Watts et al., 2011). Evidence presented by
Diemer and Rapa (2016) points to marginalized youth benefiting from critical consciousness
both occupationally and socio-emotionally and found connections between critical action,
political efficacy, and civic engagement, thus supporting the central tenets of CC.
Critical Action
Critical action refers to the actual conduct taken by individuals or groups to change
societal habits and/or policies that are seen to be unjust. Critical action can take the form of
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protesting, voting, or active involvement in one’s community to create change. This creation of
change is especially true for marginalized youth who by using CC, can better understand their
position within a sociopolitical context (Watts et al., 2011). Additionally, an individual’s
understanding of the use of critical action has been shown to predict a person’s income and
occupational prospects (Diemer, 2009; Diemer et al., 2010). Watts and Flanagan (2007) indicate
poor and marginalized youth feel that only through their hard work and self-advocacy can they
better their prospects.
Despite the connections between reflection and action, critical reflection is often the most
neglected of the CC components (Watts et al., 2011). More specifically, examining the role of
history within the context of critical reflection is frequently neglected and lacks significant
research (Watts et al., 2011). Cole (2013) provides a fitting example:
The development of deficit perspectives in the United States can be traced back to the
1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education. The Supreme Court ruled
segregation in public schools was unconstitutional, however, the effects of a flawed plan
to integrate public schools exist today and have significantly altered the future
development of students of color.
Reflecting on historical understandings can aid in uncovering the cause-and-effect relationship
between events of the past and societal practices and inequities through which youth’s
experiences, worldviews, and perceptions are formed.
Political Efficacy
Watts et al. (2011) define political efficacy as an individual’s belief that they can create
social and political change through action, and holds that people who believe they can create
change are more likely to engage in critical action. Whereas the connections between critical
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reflection and critical action can be easily identified, the same cannot necessarily be said of
political efficacy. Political efficacy, as suggested by Freire (1973), Watts et al. (2011), and
Kieffer (1984), may be the important link between critical reflection and critical action. Political
efficacy is one’s belief that through their civic actions and their government’s invested response
to an individual’s civic action, change can be created (Morrell, 2003; Watts et al., 2011).
Zimmerman and Zahniser (1991) highlighted that not only will an individual be less likely to
believe in their ability to create change if they don’t feel their government is responsive, but also
if an individual believes their actions are just one in a sea of many and is unnecessary. These
“sea of many” and “unnecessary” sentiments may be linked to low self-efficacy and warrants
further examination.
Critical Race Theory, The Inheritance of Culture and Education
The theoretical framework of critical race theory was born out of the desire to develop
new methods of articulating and combating racial inequities that existed in the United States.
Supporters of CRT criticized the pace at which racial reform was taking place during the mid20th century (Crenshaw, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Bryant et al., 2015). During the Civil
Rights movement, activists, scholars, and politicians were dependent on legal tactics as their
chief tool for creating change (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). As the limitations of critical legal
studies (CLS) became more evident and progress became stagnant, reformers sought new
strategies, resulting in CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). A pillar of CRT asserts that racism is
normal in American society and has become so embedded in our society that it seems a natural
part of American culture (Ladson-Billings, 1998). CRT also states that Whites have historically
and are currently the primary group who benefit most from various legislative and civic practices
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(Ladson-Billings, 1998). As a result, Whites have an invested interest in maintaining the status
quo.
Delgado and Stefancic (2001) synthesized the authored CRT understandings of the
established six tenets of CRT, one of which is the “social construction” theory. The “social
construction” theory holds that race is a social construct and is “not objective, inherent or fixed”
(p. 7) and that such constructs are invented and retired when societies see fit. Delgado and
Stefancic (2001) also maintain that how societies use race is of great importance to CRT. This
tenet will be used as a lens through which this study will seek to unpack the historical context of
current inequities that were formed and continue to permeate American culture and education
systems.
Van Heusden (2009) defines culture as the cognitive process by which memories and
experiences are used to interpret and navigate our daily lives. These same memories and
experiences can be inherited through the development of internalized oppression. This
oppression leads to the belief that people of color are not as intelligent or deserving of success
(Monzo, 2016). An examination of American culture through the lens of CRT leads us to the
“differential racialization” tenet. The “differential racialization” tenet holds that the dominant
society uses race and racial classifications in response to shifting societal needs, and as a result,
how society views a specific group of people may differ from that of past generations (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2001).
A core element of CRT is that racism is not isolated and is instead built into systems and
institutions, thus it can be said that racism is a way in which a society organizes itself (Solórzano
& Delgado Bernal, 2001). Much of a youth’s experiences and perceptions are formed within the
domains of an education system built on the foundations of power and privilege (Brydon-Miller
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& Maguire, 2009). As such, future generations of educators are forced to navigate life using their
experiences, relationships, and own education as a means of interpreting their daily interactions
within these systems and institutions. With this in consideration, Sleeter (2016) highlights a
continued production of White teachers who are not adequately equipped to teach racially
diverse student populations and are a by-product of the inherently racist systems that exist. The
role education systems play in fostering a culture cannot be overlooked. Education in the United
States is regulated by individual states’ legislation; thus, the American education system not only
provides a testing site for new legislation but at the same time can be a site to create change
(Ladson-Billings, 1998). But how does an education system, built of inequitable and racist
practices, begin to plant the seeds of a culture in which racism is not seen as natural or an
integral part of society? It is with this mindset that this study pursues the use of CRT in
education; to change our understanding of American culture by using new lenses to develop
understandings of the historical events and experiences that have promoted racist and oppressive
practices that have advanced to become societal norms.
Critical Caring
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018) approximately 80% of
teachers in the United States, myself included, are White. This leads to the next challenge of
incorporating CRT into education systems; how does a White male teacher develop a meaningful
and informed approach to teaching students who are outside of his own cultural and/or linguistic
background? Koonce (2018) claims critical caring as an authentic and reciprocal relationship
between students and teachers. The aim of critical caring is the development of a relationship
that produces an environment where students feel safe to express their authentic opinions and
experiences. This type of relationship can be used as an effective method of creating an
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environment where students and teachers alike engage in critical reflection of racism, culture,
and self-efficacy. Noddings’ (2003) explanation of caring highlights the position needed by an
educator who is outside of the background of students:
Caring involves stepping out of one’s own personal frame of reference into the others.
When we care, we consider the other’s point of view, his objective needs, and what he
expects of us. Our attention, our mental engrossment is on the cared-far, not on ourselves.
Our reasons for acting, then, have to do both with the other’s wants and desires and with
the objective elements of his problematic situation. (p. 24)
With critical caring in consideration, educators can begin constructing the foundations of
building meaningful relationships with youth outside of their background. These relationships
can in turn develop into environments within which teachers and students collaboratively form
new and diverse understandings that can promote change.
Civic Purpose and Self-Efficacy
Malin et al. (2015) define civic purpose as “a sustained intention to contribute to the
world beyond the self through civic or political action” (p. 109) and further acknowledged that
community connections and contributions to a community are reliable indicators of a successful
youth population. Civic participation provides youth with a sense of agency and cause, and the
means through which habits can be developed to be used as tools to take direction within their
own lives as opposed to falling victim to being unintentional with one’s prospects and future
(Malin et al., 2015). Environments in which youth are not only permitted and encouraged but
also have an active role in creation allows for the development of tools necessary to participate in
creating change and taking action. As a result, these youth tend to participate in successful and
meaningful civic engagement as they mature. Previous research has demonstrated that civic
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engagement as a youth leads to civic engagement throughout a lifetime (Hart et al., 2007;
Obradović & Masten, 2007; Youniss et al., 1997). Additionally, and potentially most crucial
regarding civic purpose, Malin et al. (2015) point out that:
For a democracy to thrive, it needs its young people to acquire the inclination and
capacity to participate in civic life…to sustain their civic engagement…and the values
that motivate socially responsible behavior. A strong and enduring democracy requires
that all young people, especially those who are traditionally politically marginalized,
develop their civic voice to its fullest potential and feel empowered to act on civic values.
(p. 104)
The acquisition of “the inclination and capacity to participate in civic life” in youth may not
come naturally to some and for others, it may be denied. Whereas one would hope those in
power would support youth in this acquisition, societies choose to challenge it by denying youth
access to power and often doubt their capabilities and accomplishments.
Self-efficacy, as proposed by Bandura (1982) is the belief in one’s ability to perform an
action at a level required to accomplish an activity with a positive outcome. Thus, self-efficacy is
of interest to this study due to its significance in determining the desired outcomes of one’s
actions (Bandura & Adams, 1977; Ozcan & Vural, 2020). As humans mature, beliefs are formed.
These beliefs may be about our character, our worldviews, or equally as important, our
capabilities. Once perceived limitations of our capabilities are established, we are more likely to
set goals we are confident can be accomplished with positive outcomes (Bandura, 1991).
Developing a greater sense of self-efficacy is connected to how youth navigate the challenges
they experience and their perceived ability to succeed in these challenges (Bandura, 1991).
Youth’s perceptions of self-efficacy will be examined in this study to further understand how
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one’s belief in their ability to succeed affects their perceptions of civic purpose and abilities to
participate in civic engagement and create meaningful change.
Participatory Action Research
PAR methods align with critical caring and CC by encouraging the reciprocal sharing of
experience and knowledge between participants (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009), thus it
naturally situated itself within this study. Through challenging existing structures of power and
the forming of solutions to right these structures, PAR embraces the notion that everyday
individuals can change their lives through understanding and knowledge (Brydon-Miller &
Maguire, 2009). The use of PAR allows for collaboration with students and communities to
examine inequities that exist in addition to providing an examination of the role educators and
students can play in promoting a just society (Apple, 1995; Freire, 1998; Brydon-Miller &
Maguire, 2009). The use of participant research dates to the 1970s and is credited to Marja Liisa
Swantz who was then working as a social scientist in Tanzania (Brydon-Miller & Maguire,
2009). The actual practice of PAR as a research method developed predominantly in the 1970s
and 80s, born out of mid-century realizations of a post-colonial, globally-connected world
(Furtado, 1973) and progressive beliefs that education could be used as a form of empowerment
to move away from banking education (Freire, 1973). Education centered around students
receiving, organizing, and storing information provided by a teacher describes Freire’s banking
education. This form of education doesn’t allow for a process of inquiry to develop, thus
restricting students to simply become receptacles of knowledge filled by teachers (Freire, 1973).
Creating opportunity for student inquiry and reflection of one’s environment and the processes
that led to the development of said environment is the process through which action can take
place. Historical understandings, culture, and local context are linked to the reflective process of
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PAR (Baum et al., 2006). Involving youth in decision-making processes that will inevitably
affect them is more effective than decisions made without consideration of young people’s
experiences and opinions (Lansdown et al., 2014). The involvement of youth in decision-making
provides a learning process through which they can develop a better understanding of themselves
and the world around them by working to change it (Goessling, 2019). Additionally, the use of
PAR supports the engagement of CC, improves the lives of those who participate, and seeks to
spark societal change (Maguire, 1987; Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009).
The use of PAR is effective in promoting self-efficacy and civic purpose in marginalized
youth and creates the benefit of its ability to restore faith in one’s capacity to create change and
the necessity of collaborative efforts to reform policies and norms (Brydon-Miller & Maguire,
2009). PAR provides an opportunity to advance understandings of inequities and one’s resolve to
act on the behalf of creating change while focusing on systems of power and privilege to develop
more equitable educational policies and inclusive practices (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009).
Additionally, PAR methods support student’s feelings of competence, self-determination, and
relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The collaborative nature of PAR allows for authentic
relationships and perceptions between teachers and students to form and grow (Brydon-Miller &
Maguire, 2009).
Every instance of PAR is formed within and because of the cultural, political, and social
challenges in which it was established (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009). Brydon-Miller and
Maguire (2009) highlighted three key principles of PAR: (1) research as a form of political
engagement, (2) a focus on systems of power and privilege (including those of the researchers),
and (3) the partnership that develops as a result of successfully implementing PAR. The feeling
of being able to affect change may be linked to the feeling of being motivated to participate in
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various forms of political action, even if the individual does not feel their government is
adequately responsive (Watts & Flanagan, 2007; Diemer & Li, 2011). It's also been
demonstrated that when youth are supported by educators in the processes of developing their
opinions, they may become more socio-politically aware and develop a new sense of agency
(Kirshner, 2009; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). It is with and because of the above realizations
that PAR methods were used to guide and inform this study.
Conclusion
A review of the existing literature related to critical consciousness, critical race theory,
and the use of participatory action research methods revealed a lack of research surrounding how
these three frameworks can combine in a high school classroom setting to promote civic purpose,
self-efficacy, and the desire to create meaningful change in one’s community. Reviewing the
literature also demonstrated a need for more understanding of how PAR methods involving a
teacher who comes from a different background than those of students can use critical caring to
develop a classroom environment in which both teacher and students are developing new
perceptions. The development of these new perceptions will require not only recognition but also
action. By not taking action, the researcher places themselves in the position of what Diemer and
Rapa (2016) define as an armchair activist, in other words, an individual who recognizes societal
inequities but chooses to not take action. For far too long have those, who through one means or
another, been put into a position that affords the opportunity to create change, chosen to be an
armchair activist. For far too long have I been an armchair activist, agreeing that change must be
made, but not taking action, recognizing injustices, but accepting them as part of the status quo.
As someone who has been afforded such an opportunity in life, I believe that I have a social and
moral obligation to recognize and understand my position and then to not only promote but seek
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out and create change for those who will carry on after I am gone. It is with this challenge in
mind, the hope to improve the lives of others, and the desire to leave the world a better place,
that this study was formed and conducted.
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Chapter 3: Methods
The purpose of this research project was to examine how reflection can lead to an
increased sense of self-efficacy, civic purpose, and the desire to create meaningful change by
youth. The life experiences of the researcher and those of the participants were the driving force
behind developing a better understanding of how critical consciousness and critical race theory
can be used to facilitate the development of self-efficacy and positive change in high school
students and teachers.
Research Questions
Using the theoretical frameworks of critical race theory, critical consciousness, and
participatory action research, this study sought to examine the following overarching question: In
what ways can youth’s ability to engage in critical reflection affect their perceived self-efficacy,
feelings of civic purpose, and the desire to create meaningful change? A secondary question
asked: How can youth’s engagement in critical reflection encourage the development of selfefficacy and civic engagement at a high school in Northern California?
Research Approach
This qualitative study was guided using a transformative worldview and used
phenomenological-driven inquiry. The transformative nature of this study was informed by
political, collaborative, and change-oriented desires (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Using a
transformative worldview provided the opportunity to give voice, development of self-efficacy,
sense of civic purpose (Malin et al., 2015), and the desire to create meaningful change.
Qualitative methods were used in this study to examine and better understand the
perceived self-efficacy of youth. This study sought to examine how these perceptions impact a
youth’s sense of civic purpose and ability to create change. Qualitative research methods were
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selected to develop themes and patterns of the meanings participants attribute to social issues and
their lived experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Using qualitative methods gave voice to the
participant’s worldviews, life experiences, and the meanings they make of these experiences.
Participants in this study came from a range of backgrounds and held diverse biases and
worldviews, all of which provided informative and powerful narratives to better understand how
critical consciousness can be a catalyst for change.
A phenomenological approach to open-ended interviews was used to elicit authentic
dialogue. The development of authentic dialogue was necessary to adequately examine and apply
reflection and meaning to the participant’s life experiences. The meaning an individual makes of
an experience impacts their views of institutions such as schools, one’s sense of efficacy, and
ultimately how they carry out their life. To make meaning of these experiences, three open-ended
interviews were conducted. Three open-ended interviews were used to better understand the
context in which the participants created meaning of their life experiences. Using a
phenomenological approach to interviews supported reflective practice by asking participants to
reflect on and make meaning of their life experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Seidman,
2013).
Research Design
The design of this research was informed by qualitative research methods and the desire
to create meaning of the lived experiences of the researcher and participants. These meanings
were used to further the understandings of how youth perceive their abilities to create meaningful
change and how self-efficacy affects these perceptions.
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Research Site and Entry into the Field
Research was conducted at a suburban high school located in Northern California.
Throughout this study, the school was referred to as Caroline High School. This school site was
chosen in part because the researcher has taught at this school for the past two school years and
developed meaningful and impactful relationships with the school community. The researcher
has also developed relationships with each of the participants in this study. To maintain the
confidentiality and privacy of participants, pseudonyms chosen by the participants were used.
The student body of Caroline High School is relatively diverse, comprising 39%
Hispanic, 36% White, 17% Asian, 5% multi-ethnic, 1% Black, less than 1% Pacific
Islander/Hawaiian, and less than 1% Native American/Alaskan Native students.
Participants and Sampling Procedure
Participants of this study ranged in background and age and were among a cohort of
students asked to participate because the researcher believed they would provide meaningful and
honest contributions. Participants included students from the researcher’s 10th and 11th-grade
history classes and a teacher who has taught at Caroline High School for four years. Participants
were chosen purposefully based on the researcher’s relationship with them and the belief they
would provide authentic, unique, and insightful contributions to the study.
Student participants ranged in age from 15 to 17 years old. Students’ demographics were
self-identified as Hispanic, Latinx, Asian and White. Student participants self-identified as either
male or female. Students who wished to participate were required to complete an assent form in
addition to having a consent form signed by a legal guardian. The teacher participant was 32
years old and identified as a White female. The teacher participant was selected following three
conversations focusing on the purpose of this study and brief explanations of the theoretical

22

frameworks this study was grounded in. The researcher explained the educational context the
study was developed in and how participation in and the findings of the study may benefit the
teaching practice of those involved.
Convenient single-stage sampling was used during this study. Convenient sampling was
required because all students were enrolled in the researcher’s history classes and the teacher was
employed at Caroline High School. Additionally, only students who assented and acquired
consent from a legal guardian were permitted to participate in this study. Teachers were also
required to complete a consent form. Single-stage sampling was attainable because the
researcher had access to all of the participant’s names using class rosters provided by Caroline
High School.
Methods
Qualitative methods were used to collect data for this study, relying on participant
recorded text and images. Data collecting was conducted using journaling, open-ended interview
questions, writing prompts, and participatory action research methods that culminated in a
presentation to select administration and staff of the school site. Collected data was organized
and coded based on participants. Coding in this manner allowed for the development of themes
using commonalities and differences that emerged in the participant’s reflections.
The collection of data began with an initial interview of each participant. This first
interview was used to build the context of participants’ life experiences. Following this
interview, participants began recording reflective journaling entries and responding to writing
prompts. Interviews continued, taking place once every three to four weeks per participant.
Interviews were audio-recorded. The beginning of each interview began with the
researcher providing the participant with an outline of topics and/or questions to be discussed.
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Interviews were audio-recorded using a password-protected cell phone. Audio recordings were
transcribed using Otter software and stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer.
Participants used reflective journaling as a form of participant observation. Reflective
journaling was completed at the convenience of each participant and did not require adhering to
strict guidelines. All participants were provided with an explanation of key terms as they related
to this study and instructions for reflective journaling. Entries used words, numbers, and images
to provide reflection. Entries were made in participant’s notebooks or using a digital document.
Notebooks and digital documents were shared with the researcher and all data remained
anonymous and confidential.
Writing prompts consisted of question(s) and/or statement(s) to which participants
responded using a Google Form that contained the prompt(s). Participant responses included
words, images, and numbers.
Data was also collected following the presentation of the study’s findings to an assistant
principal and select staff members. Following this presentation, students responded to a writing
prompt asking for their feedback on the perceived success of their presentation.
Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis methods were used in this study. Writing prompts, open-ended
interviews, and reflective journaling were used to collect data. All data was recorded,
transcribed, and hand-coded by the researcher. Analytic memos were recorded before, during,
and after interviews and during this study to capture data about the participant’s responses and
reactions. Analytic memos about collected data promoted reflection and stimulated insight
(Maxwell, 2013). Analytic memos were made by the researcher using a password-secured
computer and a personal notepad. The personal notepad was stored in a secure desk at the
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researcher’s home. This study also used simultaneous procedures and winnowing to analyze
collected data. Simultaneous procedures were used to provide the researcher with the option of
reacting to and exploring findings that emerged in the data. Winnowing of the data was used to
focus on collected information relevant to this study. (Guest et al., 2012; Creswell & Creswell,
2018).
Writing prompt data was collected using Google Forms. Prompts were shared with
participants using Google Forms and each participant received their own copy of the writing
prompt form. Data collected from writing prompts was automatically transcribed into a
spreadsheet organized by participants before being categorized using open coding methods.
Open coding methods of data analysis were used to capture new insights and develop coding
strategies based on what stands out and trends throughout participant responses (Maxwell, 2013).
Reflective journaling data was collected using Google email services (Gmail).
Participants shared their journal entries by emailing them to the researcher. Journal entries
included typed text, photos, or scans of handwritten text and/or images. Data collected from
reflective journaling was copied into a spreadsheet and organized by participant and interview
question(s). Data was then analyzed using open coding methods while searching for
commonalities (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Commonality data was then categorically organized
by the researcher using thematic analysis methods to generate codes (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Codes were created based on patterns of words, expressions, and emotions.
Interviews were audio-recorded using a password-protected cell phone. Audio recordings
were listened to for analysis purposes before transcription to develop tentative ideas for
categorization and coding purposes (Maxwell, 2013). Audio recordings were transcribed using
Otter. Following transcription, audio recordings were listened to as the researcher verified the
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accuracy of the transcribed text. After all data was verified, it was then organized into a
spreadsheet and open coding methods were used to search for commonalities (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Codes were created based on patterns such as words, tones, and emotions.
Commonality data was then categorically organized by the researcher using thematic analysis
methods (Maxwell, 2013).
Data was collected using Google Forms following the presentation of the study’s
findings. Responses to the writing prompts in Google forms were automatically transcribed into
a spreadsheet organized by participant responses before being categorized using open-coding
methods. Open coding methods were used to capture new insights and develop coding strategies
based on what stands out and trends throughout participant responses following their
presentation to administrative and staff stakeholders at the school site. (Maxwell, 2013).
Broader themes were established using the coded data, omitting themes and/or codes that
were redundant or irrelevant to this study. These themes were then used to develop concept
mapping. Themes and/or codes that became redundant or insignificant to this study were
removed.
Validity
During this study, the researcher’s positionality, biases, and reactivity were considered.
As a teacher at Caroline High School, my sincere hope is that all students are successful in their
endeavors and achieve their highest potential. Through personal life experiences, as well as
observations made on three separate high school campuses in Northern California, I’ve
developed my own opinions about marginalized students and the role of the education system.
As the researcher, I hoped that this study impacted the participant’s lives and sparked a desire to
create meaningful change, belief in oneself, and the capacity for reflection.
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As a classroom teacher of all student participants and a peer of the teacher participant, my
positionality permitted a sense of rapport and trust (Maxwell, 2013). I desired that this
positionality led to honest and transformative conversations, reflections, and data collection
opportunities. As a teacher of the student participants, it is plausible that students may have
behaved or responded in a manner that was not authentic to themselves. With this element of
reactivity present, two things were taken into consideration: 1) Students were participating in the
study from their own homes as opposed to my classroom, and 2) The objective was not to
eliminate my influence within the context of the study but to understand it and use it
productively (Maxwell, 2013). To retain validity, this study used multiple approaches to assess
the accuracy of my findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To alleviate the possibility of data
being selected that “stands out” to the researcher or selecting data that “fits” my existing theory
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), data and theory triangulation methods were used in addition to
member checking.
Because each of the student participants were enrolled in the researcher’s 10th or 11thgrade social studies classes, this project was situated in a position to check validity through longterm participant observation. Long-term participant relationships provided the researcher with a
broader spectrum of data and more context with which to check and confirm observations
(Maxwell, 2013). In addition, long-term participant observation and in-depth interviews allowed
for the collection of “rich data” using transcripts, thus providing a varied and more revealing
picture of what’s happening (Maxwell, 2013).
The validity of this study was further supported using data triangulation and theory
triangulation. Data triangulation implemented the use of multiple interviews and analysis of
writing prompts and reflective journaling. Themes that were established in each of the collecting
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methods were then declared to add validity to this study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Analyzing
data collected using the employed theoretical frameworks of critical consciousness, critical race
theory, and participatory action research methods ensured theory triangulation (Maxwell, 2013).
During data analysis, I continued to support the validity of the research by remaining
conscious of discrepant evidence and negative cases (Maxwell, 2013). As a teacher of the student
participants, I approached data analysis aware of my biases and the subsequent possibility of
wanting to ignore data that did not fit my conclusions. Member checking was used to solicit
feedback from the participants about collected data and any conclusions arrived at as a result of
the data (Maxwell, 2013). Copies of participant transcripts and collected data that was used were
provided to each participant while conducting member checks. This strategy was used to verify
findings and identify discrepant data. Discrepant data was reported to participants who in turn
were provided an opportunity to reflect on it and provide feedback (Wolcott, 1990).
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Chapter 4: Findings
This project set out to examine how the use of critical consciousness, critical race theory,
and participatory action research methods could promote the development of self-efficacy and
the desire to create change. Through in-depth individual interviews, focus group discussions,
reflective writing prompts, and a youth-led presentation to school administration, I found (1) that
the deprecation of youth’s voice by adults affects youth’s sense for self-efficacy and perceived
abilities to create change, epitomized by one student’s statement that, “they don't tend to listen to
the younger generation." Additionally, I found (2) that youth embrace, affirm and desire change,
but (3) find, in the words of one student, that adults “have fixed mindsets.” Finally, (4) students
value the practice and pursuit of research when developing their worldviews when they also
believe that this work will lead to meaningful change, as opposed to their tendency to not speak
out in fear of getting shut down around topics conducted as a more traditional academic exercise.
When this project began, it was driven by an interest to better understand how youth can
be motivated to desire and create change and how a youth’s sense of self-efficacy plays into this
motivation. What this project did not consider was how a youth’s perception of the value placed
in their voice might impact their own perceived levels of self-efficacy and capabilities to create
change. Additionally, a recurring theme that emerged during data analysis was the deprecation of
youth voice by adults having what one student participant referred to as having a “fixed mindset”
that has in one part “perpetuated in their minds, we're not as smart as them.” Value in one’s
voice within the context of this study operates within the framework of thus: to give power to an
individual's voice, one must first place value in that voice. When placing value in someone’s
voice a person is not only actively listening, but also taking the other person’s ideas, thoughts,
and worldviews into genuine consideration when developing their own. Students shared that they
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feel as if their voice is not always given genuine consideration by adults, including those within
the education system, seemingly leading to a devaluing of their abilities to create change.
“They Don’t Tend to Listen to the Younger Generation”: Deprecation of Youth Voice
The past two school years have unfolded in ways in which no one could have predicted as
the COVID-19 pandemic raced across the globe, forcing much of the world’s population to
restrict themselves to their homes and effectively shutting down much of society. As such,
schools across the United States and the world were forced to tap into 21st-century
telecommunications and other technologies to facilitate remote learning. As schools struggled to
adapt to this new learning environment, the voice of parents and educators was often the focal
point. Calls for schools to reopen were matched with those calling for schools to remain closed.
Coverage of unions and districts going head-to-head and the ongoing discussion of how to
provide quality education to those in society who lack the resources to attend virtually took
center stage. Yet the voices of those that mattered most, were the ones often most neglected.
Those of the youth whose education and future were being debated over. Direct and without
reservation, Lily voiced her frustration at being left out of the decision-making processes
regarding her own education, stating:
Whenever I think about, like opinions being dismissed of like, kids, I mostly think of the
entire education system. Choices are being made by adults who aren't currently
experiencing school, but we’re the ones living it right now.
When asked during a focus group discussion if the students felt their voice was given true
consideration at school, Nicole responded that she believes “They give us a platform for voice,
but I don't think that always necessarily means that we're heard for what we have to say.”
Cameron agreed, stating:
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I feel like that is true about how sometimes it seems like you have a part in it, but you
don't really have it, because it's just a way of like, making you think that you do, but you
don’t.
Nodding her head, Anne contributed to the conversation after a few moments of silence, “I feel
that sometimes giving young, like a younger generation, a platform to speak on is more
performative than, like, actually considering what they have to say.” I responded to this comment
by asking Anne to clarify what she meant by “performative.” Anne replied:
So, it's like, rather than critically considering what that younger generation has to say
about a topic, they just give us a platform to say something. Just to say “Oh, we have,
like, more diversity in terms of outreach to like younger audiences.”
These conversations lend themselves to youth’s feeling that their voice is deprecated. Although
education systems give youth a “platform” to use their voice, students feel no true value is being
placed in their voice. Consequently, these findings contribute to the conversation of youth being
denied access to power within their educational development.
“What We Have to Say is Insignificant”
When asked what makes him place value in someone’s voice, Hannibal shared that as a
youth he feels "your opinions are automatically invalid to an adult." Hannibal continued stating
"I like to believe that hopefully, that like one day the adults will listen to me." When asked about
structures of power and her position as a female youth, Nicole responded “I think a big thing too,
when it comes to taking action, is age.” Anne shared similar sentiments, stating that "I kind of
feel like minors aren't really like, I don't know, like thought of as people who contribute things to
society." In response to being asked about her abilities to create change, Amaia shared:
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Sometimes I feel as though because I'm young, I won't be able to make much of a change
because adults don't really take into account the feelings and opinions of the youth
because what we have to say is insignificant.
Statements such as these put on display the feelings of youth who, though desiring positive
change, feel that little to no value is placed in their voice. As a result, the self-efficacy of these
youth is deprecated and as such, they feel they are not and cannot be viewed as viable
contributors to society.
During a discussion concerning civic engagement and using one’s voice to create change,
Hannibal stated “I don't really participate in civic duties...I don't really participate in a
community or anything because, like, other people will do it for me.” Hannibal continued
explaining that although he does not participate in civic duties, he has a strong interest in the
government, politics, and overall progressive change. Despite this keen interest, Hannibal shared
that “Personally, I never had an experience where I would be, where my ideas would be accepted
by adults.” This exchange reinforced Zimmerman and Zahniser’s (1991) “sea of many” theory
that maintains an individual is less likely to believe in their ability to create change if they feel
their government is unresponsive and that their actions are just one in a sea of many and is
unnecessary. This notion can also be applied to education systems in that if a student feels their
school is unresponsive to their actions, they will become less likely to believe in their abilities to
enact change. In response to a writing prompt asking the students about their perceived abilities
to create change, Amaia wrote:
In my eyes, it's difficult to make a huge difference at this age because not everyone
understands or accepts the opinions of the younger generation...based off of everything
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that has happened recently, I feel as though I can't really make a big change because of
my youth and innocence.
These stories reaffirm that youth have an interest in creating change and becoming involved, but
feel their voice is deprecated by adults and given no true value. Nonetheless, there were stories
of feelings of hope by some students.
“It's Like, a Changing Point in Society”: Hope for Change
Provided the many stories of feeling their voices are not given value by adults and the
subsequent feelings of powerlessness, one would expect students to feel apathetic towards the
creation of meaningful change. Yet, they did not. Instead, students radiated with a sense of
hopefulness and positivity and a growth mindset attitude regarding their abilities to create an
impact.
Anne shared a sense of hope for youth voice when asked if she believed it was rational
for adults to not consider youth as having the capabilities to contribute to society, “I definitely
think that high schoolers have critical thinking skills and can contribute things.” Cameron shared
her thoughts on having the power to create change as a youth during an interview:
I've seen younger people trying to speak up about topics and I've seen it even on the
news. I've seen younger people in the community, speaking up about things and giving
speeches and leading certain programs or clubs or whatever it may be, to try to advocate
for something...it makes me feel like I have more responsibility and have the power to
actually try to do something.
During a separate discussion from the one described above, Anne continued to promote her sense
of hope for change, “COVID was definitely like, the starting point of like, beginning to
understand how the students feel and implementing their ideas and opinions. I also feel that it's
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like a changing point in society.” Evan added to this stating that he believes “everything's
changing and our ideas may be put into consideration now because they could help improve our
situation”. Hannibal added additional consideration to the conversation when he shared his belief
that youth may need to give adults a “reason” to believe in them, stating that, “Most people
dismiss you because you don't have anything to prove your worth. So, if you can get something
done, you can give adults, like a reason to believe in you.”
During a focus group discussion, Hannibal sparked an interesting exchange between
himself and Anna by sharing that teachers in elementary school “never really cared about what
their opinions were [those of the students] and all that continued through middle school, they
disregarded most of the things I'd say and only if you interrupt the class then they would take
your words into consideration.” In response to this statement, Anna inquired about the age of the
teachers Hannibal was referring to by stating, “Because I've noticed, kind of like a pattern, the
ones that are younger will listen and like the older ones don’t as much.” Hannibal responded,
“Well, the younger ones, they'll actually acknowledge my opinion.” The other students in the
focus group agreed that “younger” teachers tend to acknowledge the voice of students more than
teachers above the arbitrary age settled on by the group, 50. Lily added 2021 context to the
conversation:
It seems like a lot of the older teachers who are less familiar with technology and all that
kind of stuff tend to have a bit harder time adjusting both to the fact that they, like, they
don’t understand technology as much, and also some teachers, I know my physics teacher
especially, he just, he doesn't want to learn. He just wants to go back to regular life; he’s
stuck in his ways. When people try to explain it, he gets upset. Whereas younger
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teachers, if they're having technical issues, they'll be like “You got this, you’re the
generation of technology! Why don't you help me out with that?”
These statements reaffirm that youth believe they have the capabilities necessary to contribute to
society. However, they feel that adults do not place value, thus not giving power, in their voice,
and in turn, seemingly doubt youth’s contributable capabilities. This deprecation of youth voice
seems to lead to feelings of powerlessness and in effect denies equitable power to all
stakeholders in a society or community.
Youth Embrace, Affirm, and Desire Change
In recent years, the United States has seen a flood of calls for progressive societal change
addressing racism, structures of power, climate change, and women’s rights to name a few.
Despite these calls reflecting positive change that embrace equality, equity, and responsibility, it
would be an exaggeration to claim that all Americans have embraced these calls for change.
However, what we have seen has demonstrated the embracing and affirming of change by the
youth of America.
When asked during a group interview what causes them to change their opinions or views
of a topic, Hannibal responded:
I change my opinions, all the time, I guess like sometimes, because I think it's kind of a
good way to grow, I guess, to have a different outlook on the world sometimes...I think
it's good to change your opinions.
Dorothea followed up on Hannibal’s statement, sharing a story of a recent personal change:
I agree with that. I think it's good to question your opinion if you realize that there was
something wrong with your reasoning or something. Like, for example, like over the
summer when Disney announced that they were changing Splash Mountain, I was really
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upset because it's a nostalgic ride for me. And I didn't realize that it was super racist. But
then I listened to other people's opinions and I listened to what people were saying about
it. And then I realized that there was a problem...it was really important to me, my
parents got engaged on the ride.
This embracing and affirming of change continued when Cameron was asked how her
experiences in history classes have changed her worldviews:
We've been learning things in history class and I realized that many of the things that
have happened before are happening now. And maybe they're not the same exact way but
to a certain extent, it's similar. And I feel like it makes me realize that all of it affects me
in the way of how I think and how, how we actually have to try to make a change if we
want things to not keep happening the way they do keep happening. But we have to
change things. I think I'm able to adapt to change and see the positive things that come
out of the change.
These stories exemplify youth’s willingness to adapt to change, embrace the challenges
associated with it and use change as a catalyst to create positivity and a more inclusive world.
During the many conversations with the students who participated in this project, the intersection
of social media and change appeared. Although this was not a surprise to me, it was intriguing
how students perceived social media in the context of creating change.
The Interesting Lesson from Social Media
An additional finding evidenced by this study related to social media (despite its many
problems) and when compared to the deprecation of student voices experienced in classrooms,
how it offered to them a vehicle through which change could be explored, created, and reflected
into the world. In many discussions with the students, change was often associated with social
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media platforms which were viewed as agents through which change can be created and
demanded.
When introducing Anna to this project and the notion of reflection’s potential impact on
the worldviews of individuals, she opened up about social media and her experiences using it,
“like we have access to social media now, like teenagers, and we like to see things through other
people's point of view.” This theme of social media and other’s perspectives becoming a catalyst
for change continued when Amaia shared the following when discussing the development of her
beliefs about Black Lives Matter:
I would see these videos, these emotional videos of these protests that actually made me
start to, they started to make me not emotional but they actually started to, you know,
really make me, I guess, frustrated that these things are still happening. And they did kind
of change the way I felt a little bit, but it's because of how the message was delivered. So,
it's not just, it's not just a blog post, it's not just a post of a black screen, it's a video of the
pain and sorrow that they were going through. And it really made me feel something.
During an interview with Lily, she shared that she is a member of the LGBTQ community and
consequently faced discrimination from various family members. Lily acknowledged that her
experience encouraged her to advocate for others, but also hinted that the moment of true
acceptance and confidence in herself came when she acknowledged her orientation on social
media platforms, stating “But, until I like, lifted myself, I wasn't willing to, like put myself out
there on social media and be like, ‘I lived this.’” Amaia, when asked what makes her place value
in someone’s voice, responded:
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I've been moved and inspired by people that I really don't even know, that I just
sometimes hear on videos, or YouTube videos, or just people that I don't even know that
just go up and start talking about how they feel.
In a separate conversation, Amaia stated the following after being asked about social media’s
influence on the development of her worldviews:
They make a difference in what other people think and believe because you know if
you're scrolling on social media and you see something that's just, you know sounds
interesting, or just sounds like it's completely different, I want to go check that out, and
then learn about it and read about it.
These stories attest to the power of social media as a catalyst in creating change in youth.
However, not only was social media viewed as a source of change but it was also viewed as a
platform to spark change. In a response to being asked if he believes his voice is acknowledged,
Evan stated:
I think it will be. It's just, it has to be in certain ways like online. I think there would have
to be more of me to get an idea out than there would be of you. Like, how many of Mr.
Cozines there are, versus how many of Evan it would take would probably be higher.
Cameron added to this idea when stating “I feel like it's not hard to do and it's something that I
can do. I think that's the way that I can use my voice, through social media.” These statements
reinforce many of the findings of this study surrounding youth voice being devalued by adults
and how youth view social media as a vehicle through which change can be created. This invited
me to reflect upon the openness available in my classroom for these qualities of exploration,
casual conversation, and self-reflection.
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Social Media: Pro Tips for the Classroom and Acknowledged Deficiencies
In 2021, there is no questioning of the role social media plays in society and the daily
lives of countless individuals. Nonetheless, it is curious how youth perceive social media in the
context of change. When asked in a writing prompt about her abilities to create change, Anna
responded:
The only way that I see a societal change from a teen, is happening through social media.
Only this way, because if enough people agree, then more people will see. And in this
way, there is no real physical harm if this change happens digitally.
In her response to the same writing prompt, Lily responded:
I can post something that can reach millions of people if it's worth hearing. There of
course are limitations by people who hold more power than me, but at the end of the day,
I can make choices with the power I have to gain more power in the future.
In response to the same question, Dorothea stated “I can try to make a change in my community
by protesting or posting on social media...but at the moment I have no power. As a minor with
very few social media followers, I cannot make much change.” With this single statement,
Dorothea expresses her perceived struggle to create change in direct relation to her ability to
wield power using social media. When asked about her confidence in using her voice, Lily
acknowledged that “Whether it be on social media or with another person, if somebody says
something I don't agree with, I won't like, comment on it. I will rarely put out my own voice
unless everybody else is doing it, which I hate myself for doing that.”
This finding illuminated several important points. First, students do desire change,
growth, and transformation, both personally and in society (civically). And, while they identify a
deprecation of their voice in the classroom (and their homes), they feel a greater sense of civic
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agency and freedom through social media platforms where they can seemingly with confidence
use their “voice” to call for change. Thirdly, although there are desirable qualities of experience
in these other mediums for learning and engagement, some students continue to experience
levels of fear, exclusion, and intimidation. Finally, there appear to be some lessons teachers
might learn from social media to cultivate civic dialogue and agency in the classroom.
Development of Knowledge Through Independent Research, and Youth
This research sought to explore how the connecting of historical understandings and the
use of reflection could impact one’s perceived levels of self-efficacy and desire to create change.
As a history teacher, I was elated to hear students connecting historical understandings to
present-day social issues ranging from racism, power structures, and disproportionate
distributions of wealth and power. Many of the students shared their own experience of how they
made these connections, connecting knowledge acquired in the classroom with knowledge
developed through independent research. When asked what his beliefs are on the topic of race
and the origins of societal use of race to categorize individuals, Philet responded:
So, this is not white people, black people but just in general. Recently, like when we were
in history class, you know you learn about the Congo, and the wars and stuff. So, I started
thinking, “Oh, maybe wars were the reason why this happened”, like countries. They hate
each other because they were in a war. After the war, people can tend to stereotype the
country that they fought against. So that's what I was thinking of in class when we're
talking about racism.
When asked why he connected the story of the genocide in the Congo to race, Philet replied:
Oh, the Europeans and going to America. And like, trying to take control of areas. So that
reminded me of like, “Oh, you. You're a different race. I am biased towards my own race.
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You are different. So, then we don't like you.” So that reminds me of racists because the
Leopold guy [King Leopold II of Belgium] was the dude that, like, really, like he was, he
was racist. He, and he wanted power. So that was, I think that was the point where I
started thinking about the racist stuff.
During our first interview, Evan made the claim “I think a lot of society still believes in the
‘white man’s burden’”. A bold statement, but a demonstration of his ability to draw connections
between the social ideologies of the 18th century to modern conversations. Evan continued
describing different stereotypes that have existed of various groups of people, including those of
African-Americans being stereotyped as people to be suspicious of before sharing his feelings, "I
do not feel that way. I feel that times have changed". As exciting as it was as a history teacher to
hear students share their stories of historical understandings, I had hoped and half expected to
hear such stories. What I did not expect from these stories was youth conducting independently
motivated research stemming from topics discussed in the classroom and social media, and the
subsequent intersection with youth’s desire for change.
Following a story of failed attempts to propose a change to the dress code of the middle
school she attended, I asked Dorothea if she feels this story has impacted her willingness to voice
her opinions. Her response was blunt, “Yes. I definitely think it made me want to question
authority more too.” When asked why this has led to her questioning of “authority”, Dorothea
responded, “I’m a person that doesn't want to just blindly follow things, I want to like, know why
things are the way they are.” Students frequently expressed stories of feeling the desire to know
“why” and the urge to equip themselves with a better understanding of a topic before feeling
confident using their voice to engage in certain discussions. Despite this, a topic the students
were frequently confident using their voice about, was that of Black Lives Matter activism.
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Throughout my numerous conversations with the students and consistent in the analysis
of the data, there is no denying that the summer of 2020’s Black Lives Matter activism impacted
each of the students in one way or another. Many of the participants displayed support for the
Black Lives Matter movement, but not all. When asked about his reflective practices, Philet
responded that he is reflective because he believes that “...if you reflect on something, next time
if it comes up again, you have a better chance that you'll make the right decision or make a
different decision than before. Because you reflected on it.” With confidence, Philet guided our
conversation to the topic of Black Lives Matter and his reflections on last year’s summer of
activism. This confidence continued throughout our exchange on the topic. Philet shared that
initially, “I didn't really know my stance...I needed more time to research about it”. Philet
proceeded to share that he had now decided “I don't support it, because of moral and religious
reasons...And I've come to the conclusion that no, I don't support it personally.” Philet continued,
“It's not like I'm going to go out and protest, but I need to know how to respond. So, I dove a bit
into more into that… to find out the reason why, what, what happened”.
This trend of students desiring to better equip themselves on a topic before feeling
confident in their voice presented itself again during a focus group session with Dorothea,
Hannibal, Lily, and Anna. When asked when she feels most confident using her voice, Dorothea
responded “I feel most confident, like, when I’m both confident in the research I've done on what
I'm talking about. And I'm pretty sure that the people I'm talking to are going to give my opinion
a chance.” Lily confided that she had recently changed her beliefs about the death penalty,
stating that after conversations with a close friend, she decided “I should probably go do my own
research on it and so I did my own research on it. And I was like ‘Wow! This is, this is like,
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there's more to it than my initial opinion.’” During this same focus group session, Lily shared the
following when asked about the use of her voice publicly:
I have to be 100% sure that I know what I'm talking about...But I’m kind of dismissed
because I'm just a kid. And I don't know the world yet. Which is sometimes true. But
there are other things that I can learn about in a classroom or my own research then I
might have a better understanding of and be able to give my opinion, regardless of how
old I am.
Additionally, students shared that well-rounded knowledge on a subject leads them to feel more
inclined to place value in someone's voice.
That students should use multiple sources to “support their claims” and always be aware
of bias is something that is stressed in today’s education systems. Yet despite this, adults seem to
persist in deprecating the voice of youth, often concluding that youth are ignorant about the
topics about which they speak. Youth today have easier access to more information than ever
before in history. Youth today have grown up with access to the internet and are seemingly
connected at all times. With this in mind, it's curious that adults continue to doubt the knowledge
of youth, simply based on their age. I contend that the societal emphasis on age not only denies
an entire population of stakeholders in a society power and input but also that this phenomenon
is dated and originates from a time in which access to knowledge was much more restrictive,
giving way to the notion that adults were the holders of knowledge and therefore the only viable
decision-makers. This ideology may benefit from examining a statement by Anna. When asked
of the changes required to combat racism, Anna acknowledged that she believes it “stems from
culture and like parents and generations'', but that things can change starting with the youth,
“Kids start to ask, ‘Why?’, like kids have the question, ‘Why?’, like ‘Why is this, this way?’ and
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so then that flips their mindset. Like my parents’ mindsets have flipped they're like, ‘Wait a
minute, That's not right.’” As societal norms are passed down from generation to generation, it is
not without understanding that the deprecation of youth voice based on age exists. However, as
societal norms are passed down, it is for the younger generation to inspect them and question
“Why?”.
“Adults Have Fixed Mindsets”
A growth mindset, as conceived by Carol Dweck (2016), is the ability to improve and
grow one’s capacities and talents. Conversely, a fixed mindset is described as a belief that one’s
talents and capacities cannot be improved or grown and that one’s mental capacity is set (Dweck,
2016). To challenge one’s fixed mindset is a common theme in many classrooms, the discussion
of students confronting their perceived capabilities is frequently stressed as teachers seek to
encourage youth to challenge themselves. Whereas teachers encouraging youth to challenge their
fixed mindset is common, the opposite does not necessarily hold.
The topic of fixed mindset was not anticipated when this project began. Yet, it became
clear that mindset, specifically fixed mindsets, may play a key role in furthering the literature.
On more than one occasion, the belief that adults may suffer from “fixed mindsets” came up in
conversation. Amaia bluntly claimed that adults have a “fixed mindset” that has “perpetuated in
their minds, we're not as smart as them” and makes it difficult for adults to consider their
opinions if they do not agree with those of a youth. Anna contributed to this discussion when
telling of her parents’ prejudices towards African-Americans following 2020’s Black Lives
Matter activism, stating “My parents’ mindsets have flipped. They're like, ‘Wait a minute, that's
not right, where did this come from?’” Nicole shared similar sentiments during an interview

44

when the conversation of race and the recent Black Lives Matter activism came up. When
questioned about the changes the Black Lives Matter movement is pursuing, she stated:
I think things can definitely be changed. I think that these things stem from experience
like, you know, growing up, you know, race is something that, you know when you grow
up with that mindset that kind of sticks with you...I think some people just learn from
families and then stick with this mentality the rest of their life and don’t want to, you
know, like think about change...like they are afraid of change.
With these conversations in mind, it begs two questions: (1) Are adults heeding their advice
when encouraging youth to adopt a growth mindset mentality? And (2) How can adults apply
this growth mindset to the evaluation of youth voice?
“It’s No Easy Task”
As the final element of this research project, student participants along with the
researcher presented their findings to the administration and staff who create and organize
weekly “advisory” lessons. During this study, students identified the weekly advisory class that
all students attend as a topic of desired change. These advisory lessons are designed to allow
teachers and students an opportunity to discuss important topics regarding student success and
guidance such as graduation requirements, college, work habits, and social responsibility. Much
of the content for these advisory lessons focused on college preparation, study habits, emotional
health, and career pathways. Though the students expressed gratitude for the offerings of these
lessons, they shared that these lessons can become repetitive, not always the most beneficial to
their current plight in life, and felt that these lessons don’t always help prepare them for what
Hannibal termed as the “real world”. With the desire to create change in mind, the student
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participants set out to harness the power of youth voice and take their findings and ideas to the
school administration, outlining various changes they would like to see implemented.
In the presentation, student participants outlined what it means to place value in a voice,
why they believe youth voice is important and what changes they were proposing to the advisory
lessons. The administration initially responded with optimism over the ideas proposed by the
students, stating that it will be “fun” to work with students in the creation of advisory lessons.
However, the conversation quickly turned into one focusing on concern and a sense of doubt.
Concerns surrounding the necessary efforts to create an advisory lesson plan, the challenge of
creating advisory lessons that are age-appropriate, and if students involved in such a task would
remain committed because creating advisory lessons “is no easy task”. In ways, it was
disheartening to hear these initial concerns as they evidenced the administration’s doubt in the
students’ abilities to succeed, seemingly doubting their capabilities without even providing the
opportunity for the students to showcase their dedication to creating change. The researcher and
student participants acknowledged these concerns and reassured the administration that we were
up to the task and are still committed to our cause. After these concerns had been addressed, the
administration acknowledged the student's efforts, thanked them for their presentation and ideas,
and expressed a desire to continue this conversation and the possibility of creating an Advisory
Club led by the researcher. Though the post-presentation conversation carried a sense of doubt
expressed by the administration, the students and researcher felt that these concerns, though
disheartening at the moment, were valid. Following the presentation, student participants
responded to a writing prompt, focusing on their takeaways from the meeting. Nicole shared:
I feel that the staff received our message and put our ideas into consideration. However, I
understand the hesitation at some of these ideas and that it would be a little harder to
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implement these changes with different ages and class ranks. I am optimistic that we've
made an impact and that there will be some change.
Hannibal shared a similar opinion:
I felt that the staff/admins were a bit stumped on working on the advisory class, as I feel
that they knew that the class isn't too hot with the students. They want to change how the
class works, but they either don't know how to, or they don't feel like doing so. And by
presenting the project to them, I feel like we gave them new light on how advisory can be
made better.
Though both Nicole and Hannibal highlighted their concern regarding the administration’s
reception to their proposed ideas, both also expressed hope for change. Additionally, almost all
of the student participants expressed that they felt their voice was heard and taken into genuine
consideration, as evidenced by Evan’s response stating “I think the staff received our message
very well. A sign of this to me was that they were trying to visualize what the plan was, meaning
that they were interested. And that they were not just saying no.”
As a relatively new teacher to the high school classroom, it's all too easy for me to get
caught up in sticking to an agenda, focusing on content, and practicing effective pedagogy.
Though much of this does pave the way for an effective learning environment, the findings of
this research project have demonstrated a need for change to be enacted. This research project
demonstrated that youth frequently feel unable to enact change because their ideas are not given
genuine consideration. As an educator, is it not my duty to listen to my students and reflect on
their ideas? How am I allowing for open dialogue and placing value in the voices of the youth
who come into my classroom each day? Is my classroom too rigid and suffering from a “fixed
mindset” that in a sense, reflects a one-way road? How can facilitating youth-driven inquiry and
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action in the class promote higher levels of self-efficacy and the belief they can create change?
These questions provide a foundation for implementing change in my pedagogy and providing
not only a platform but also a tool through which youth can begin creating change.
Conclusion
This study sought to understand how youth’s ability to engage in critical reflection can
affect their perceived self-efficacy and desire to create meaningful change. Additionally, this
study examined how a relationship built on critical caring and the use of participatory action
research methods can encourage the development of self-efficacy and civic engagement at a high
school in Northern California. Findings that emerged during this study seem to be leading
indicators that youth’s sense of self-efficacy and their perceived abilities to create meaningful
change are negatively impacted by the devaluation of their voice by adults, including those in the
education system. As a consequence of this devaluation, youth feel powerless to instigate or
support such change. A secondary finding of this study seemed to show that the use of critical
caring in conjunction with participatory action research methods positively impacts youth’s
sense of self-efficacy and perceived abilities to create change. After participating in this project,
students shared that they feel that more value was placed in their voice and as a result, they are
more inclined to engage in actions that may promote change. Lastly, this study found that youth
frequently engage in independent research when furthering their worldviews and understanding
of various topics, this research often leading students to a feeling of desiring change. This
engagement in independent research seemed to reinforce youth’s confidence in their worldviews
and belief that their voice deserved recognition. Additionally, data analysis seemed to indicate
that youth perceive their ability to create change in direct relation to their status on social media
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platforms. The use of social media by youth provided a platform through which they developed a
greater sense of agency and were able to use their “voice” to demand change.
This project initially set out to explore the use of critical reflection and historical
understandings by youth in promoting civic purpose and the desire to create change. Though
students did not necessarily share stories of engaging in critical reflection, they often shared
stories of critical analysis of societal phenomena. Often, this critical analysis of topics was
facilitated through independent research conducted by youth. This redirecting of focus within the
context of the project was enlightening, as I did not expect youth to be as willing to perform
independent investigative research as frequently as evidenced by the data. Additionally,
instances of this independent research were sparked by an experience the student had in a
classroom setting or on a social media platform, continuing the conversation regarding the role
of the education system in facilitating societal change. The theme of youth conducting
independent research when developing their worldviews seemingly goes unacknowledged by
adults when considering the capabilities of youth, and may provide the basis for the “reason”
Hannibal felt may be the key to youth earning recognition by adults.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The findings evidenced by this study highlight the antiquated societal practice of
deprecating the voice of youth, often solely based on their age and/or experience. This
deprecation of youth voice not only denies future stakeholders of society access to power and the
ability to contribute to said society but also affects their perceived self-efficacy and ability to
create change. The findings of this study also shed light on the notion that adults, although
encouraging youth to the contrary, have “fixed mindsets” and struggle to accept change when
compared to youth. Paradoxically, despite feeling an inability to enact change, youth affirm and
embrace it. Additionally, this study found that youth value the pursuit of and acquisition of
knowledge when developing their worldviews. Although youth frequently engage in the practice
of developing well-informed opinions, youth are seemingly denied a platform with which they
can share these ideas and contribute to the decision-making taking place in the communities that
impact them most.
The following will outline the connection between the literature about critical
consciousness, critical race theory, and participatory action research methods and the parallels
evidenced by the study. I will also shed light on gaps in the literature that presented themselves
during this research project and the limitations of these findings. Additionally, I will discuss how
the findings of this study can further the literature and better inform practices and policies
currently in place within the education system.
The notion that critical consciousness can be beneficial to teachers and students as a way
to acknowledge, understand and challenge one’s biases and prejudices (Furman, 2012; Shih,
2018) cannot be understated. Before engaging in this project, the researcher commonly neglected
to genuinely take into consideration the voice of youth, often emphasizing age and life
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experience as the sole reasons as to why their voices held less value in “real world” application.
Consequently, when embarking on this study the idea of examining youth voice and its role in
creating change was overlooked. Through this study and the use of participatory action research
methods, the researcher realized through critical reflection that he too was complicit in the
continuation of devaluing youth voice. Through challenging existing power structures and the
forming of solutions to these structures, PAR embraces the theory that everyday individuals can
change their lives through understanding and knowledge (Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009). The
use of PAR within this study allowed for collaboration with students to examine inequities that
exist at a high school campus and provided an examination of the role educators and students
play in promoting a just society (Apple, 1995; Freire, 1998; Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009)
Paolo Freire considered critical consciousness as “reflection and action upon the world in
order to transform it” (Freire, 1993, p. 51). This study reinforced Freire’s theory as the researcher
reflected on his biases, understood his role in the continuation of these biases, and thus took
action to create change. This theory was also reinforced as students shared stories of reflection
and experiences that focused on societal phenomena when developing their worldviews and
ideas of what constitutes change. However, though youth may engage in reflection, their ability
to enact their desired change is limited because of adults’ seemingly inability to place value in
youth voice, thus denying them the power to engage in and enact change. In turn, this denial of
power prohibits youth’s ability to engage in what may be the most crucial part of critical
consciousness, critical action.
The literature highlighted critical reflection as being used to better understand the world
around oneself and the subsequent use of these understandings to act as a method in which
change can be created. The findings of this study demonstrated that although reflection can be
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used as a tool to promote meaningful change, youth feel handcuffed by adults’ perceptions of
them and in turn feel helpless to enact change. Student participants shared stories of feeling as
though they are given a platform to share their ideas, but that this platform is often
“performative” and the opinions shared via this platform are rarely put into action. In addition,
student participants expressed feelings that adults have a “fixed mindset”. Consequently, adults
suffering from this “fixed mindset” are reluctant to affirm and embrace change, especially
change brought about and promoted by youth.
These findings highlighted a gap in the literature that demonstrates youth voice and
adults’ challenges in giving power to this voice as an obstacle to creating change. Though youth
may engage in critical reflection, acknowledge and develop well-informed understandings of
societal phenomena and inequities in their communities, and have a desire to create change, they
are often restricted in their abilities to do so. The findings of this study show that adults continue
to adhere to what the researcher believes to be an antiquated societal practice of denying youth
power because of their age and/or “lack of experience(s)”. Historically, access to established
knowledge was limited to those who were in a position of power, whether that be the powerful
Catholic Church of Medieval Europe or in the great halls of the House of Wisdom in ancient
Baghdad. Keeping these historical understandings in mind and considering that knowledge is
often seen as a tool in the creation of change, we begin to better understand the dilemma of 21stcentury societies, youth voice, and the continuation of this antiquated practice.
By applying the social construction theory of race being “not objective, inherent or fixed”
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 7) and that such constructs are invented and retired when
societies see fit, we can begin to unravel a modern challenge. How can teachers, schools, and
collective societies begin placing value and power in the voice of youth and also recognize their
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abilities to engage in inquiry-based research, all the while retaining established structures of
power? For millennia, societies and cultures globally have limited access to knowledge to
“adults'', and thus “adults” have held the most power in regards to decision-making and the
creation of policies based on their informed ideas and worldviews. However, the digital age and
the invention of the internet have seen the world undergo drastic transformation regarding where
knowledge is housed and who has access to this knowledge. As the world continues into the 21st
century, we see that youth have just as much access to knowledge as adults and are at times more
efficient in gathering and processing this knowledge. Additionally, as evidenced by the findings
of this study, the past year has seen education systems elicit and heed the feedback from students
in their efforts to facilitate the changes needed when adapting from traditional school settings to
remote learning. This unique scenario supports Delgado and Stefancic’s theory that societies
retire social constructs when seen fit by those who hold power.
Implications for the Literature
Volk and Long (2005) theorized that a deficit perspective may contribute to a lack of
motivation and low aspirations in children of color and pose a challenge to their success. By
employing this lens, an individual establishes a perspective that they will continue to use while
developing their worldviews and sense of self-efficacy. Situating youth voice within this
theoretical framework highlights that youth are affected by holding a deficit perspective
regarding their self-efficacy and abilities to create change. As a byproduct of this deficit
perspective, youth are less likely to engage in civic engagement and actions that may bring about
meaningful change in their communities. Youth seemingly retain the idea that because of their
age and/or lack of life experiences, their ideas and opinions will not truly be taken into
consideration by adults and therefore are unable to enact change until they are “of age”.
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This research project involved youth in decision-making processes that will inevitably
affect them as they sought to examine and implement changes to policies involving the creation
of lessons designed solely to benefit high school students. Previously, these lessons were created
almost exclusively by adult educators, with little to no input from student youth. Lansdown et al.
(2014) declared that involving youth in the decision-making of policies that will affect them is
more effective than decisions made without their considerations. The involvement of youth in
decision-making provides a learning process through which they can develop a better
understanding of themselves and the world around them by working to change it (Goessling,
2019). Following the conclusion of this project, eight of the nine student participants shared that
they feel more confident sharing their ideas and seeking to create change. This data reaffirms that
involving youth in such decision-making processes provides a learning process and encourages
them to strive to create change in their communities.
A final implication for the literature focuses on youth’s view of change and the vehicle
with which change is created, social media. Ever present in this study was the role of social
media and though this may not necessarily be a surprise, how youth view social media when
considering how change is created is. Youth’s unique interpretation of how change is created
was often housed within the confines of social media, believing that for change to be created, it
must begin on or with the use of a social media platform.
Implications for Practice and Policy
This study’s findings highlighted several implications for future practice and policy. First
and foremost, the deprecation of youth voice by adults seems to affect youth’s perceived selfefficacy and ability to create change. By deprecating the voice of youth, stakeholders in
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classrooms are denied power over their cognitive development and involvement in their school
communities.
In the Classroom
By inviting youth voice in the classroom, educators can better inform their practice by
using the lived experiences and ideas of youth. The process of learning and being a student today
is vastly different from that of many educators. Thus, today’s youth have different perspectives,
values, and mechanisms of learning, much of which has been brought about by advances in
technology and curriculum that were either not available or fully understood when current
educators were developing their pedagogical skills. Access to these resources is progressively
becoming more commonplace and by inviting youth voice in the classroom, educators are not
only creating a learning environment that is more inclusive but also involves youth in a learning
process that steers away from a banking education. As more classrooms become open to and
inviting of youth voice in the learning process, education systems are also inviting the
development of tolerant learners. The inclination of youth to share their voice as a byproduct of
feeling their voice is heard by teachers will invite the development and capacity of youth to
engage in productive and balanced conversations with others and may lend itself to creating a
society where the experiences and worldviews of those who are often marginalized are noted,
taken into consideration and used to create meaningful change.
At the School Level
Placing value in youth voice and subsequently giving their voice power at a school level
will similarly invite a more inclusive and balanced learning environment for all students. By
feeling their voice is recognized and given power, students will be more likely to believe in their
abilities to succeed in their endeavors. Using this belief in their ability to succeed, youth will
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become more apt to participate in civic engagement as they feel their efforts are worthy, carry
value, and will be given genuine consideration in the creation of policies. To foster truly
inclusive education systems, the voice of all youth must be taken into consideration when policymaking is taking place.
As evidenced by the presentation of this study’s findings and proposed changes, inviting
and encouraging youth participation in the decision-making process at the school level supports
the development of character, self-efficacy, and the belief that one’s actions can create an
impact. Following the presentation to staff and administration, student participants shared that
they feel their voice was recognized and may be taken into consideration in the creating of future
Advisory lessons. Student participants also shared that they now feel more inclined to use their
voice to promote meaningful change in the future as a result of their participation in this research
project. To create a more inclusive learning environment in which the voices of all stakeholders
are acknowledged and taken into consideration, staff and administration must develop a mindset
that allows for the implementation of new ideas that are put forth by youth. School policymakers will need to provide a safe space for youth to not only share their ideas but also create a
school culture that genuinely attempts to implement these ideas to avoid the “performative”
space student participants felt is often provided to them.
Limitations of the Study and Future Research
Data collected for this study only reflected the life experiences of nine student
participants and one teacher who all belonged to a single high school community in Northern
California. Limitations of this study include: all communication and interactions were conducted
through Zoom and/or other forms of digital communication for approximately three months,
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there were a disproportionate number of female participants when compared to males, and the
demographics of age, geography, and cultural background were limited.
Limitations of the Study
In lieu of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study was conducted exclusively via Zoom and
other forms of digital communication, with no participants or teachers ever meeting in person
during the study. This form of communication limited the ability to accurately observe body
language, tones, and other nuances that may have proven valuable had interviews been
conducted in person. The exclusive use of digital forms of communication also presented
challenges when engaging in conversations with students whose internet connections were not
always stable and limited the research to student participants who had adequate resources such as
a stable broadband internet connection. Thus, the researcher believes that students of lower
socioeconomic status who are often marginalized in the education system did not volunteer for
this project. The researcher noted that often participants’ repeating of their original statement
was shortened or rushed, leading the researcher to believe that whenever participants repeated a
statement, it was not as genuine and may have caused the participant embarrassment or
frustration.
Additionally, this study was limited in scope due to the lack of educator input. This
research project set out to employ the experiences and worldviews of teachers and administrators
who were also members of the same high school. However, one teacher opted to not participate
and the second teacher was inconsistent in her participation and at times unreachable. As a result,
the data evidence by this study lacks the depth of educator input. In addition, the limited
participation provided by this educator reflects the worldviews and experiences of a white
female, thus this study did not benefit from a teacher of color’s perspectives.
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Future Research
Future research into examining critical consciousness, youth voice, critical race theory,
and self-efficacy may benefit from obtaining data from a more varied sample of participants,
additional time, and in-person interviews and interactions between the researcher and
participants.
Student participants self-identified as Asian, Hispanic, Latinx, or White, and thus this
study lacked valuable life experiences and views from students outside of these cultural and
linguistic backgrounds, as well as expanded diversity also within these intersectional identities.
By including participants from more diverse backgrounds and different regional communities,
understandings surrounding how youth voice is perceived and embraced by different cultural
environments can be further examined. This study was restricted to 10th and 11th-grade high
school students, with students ranging from 15-17 years old. It is common to hear high school
educators comment that students experience a sense of increased maturity by the time they
become seniors. With this in consideration, future research may gain from including high school
seniors by examining how youth’s perceptions of their abilities to create change transform as
they close in on legal adult age of 18.
Throughout this study, students frequently honed in on these events when considering the
idea of societal change, injustices, and civic engagement, especially in regards to Black Lives
Matter. As the events of 2020 continue to unfold and new movements come into prominence, it
may be of interest to examine what youth perceive change as and how the events of 2020
manifested in the current generation of youth’s development of self-efficacy and desires to create
meaningful change.

58

Conclusion
The findings of this study have furthered the researcher’s understanding of what it means
to place value in someone’s voice and how this value inevitably leads to granting this person
power. As an educator dedicated to the promotion of more inclusive educational policy-making,
and the involvement of youth in decision-making that will inevitably affect them, the lessons
learned during this project have created a lasting impact that will forever alter my practice and
worldviews.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
1. Tell me about your school experience this year. How does this year compare to the 201919 school year (8th Grade or Freshman)?
2. Tell me about your life, up to now. Elementary/Middle School, Homelife, Social
experiences
3. What do you believe you have the power over? Grades, life, choices?
4. What are your thoughts about structures of power? (Stop video @ 4:07) …School setting,
Social, Political
5. When you reflect on the idea of the existence of structures/systems, what are your
thoughts?
6. Tell me a time when you feel you’ve challenged or been challenged by one of these
structures? Or witnessed/experiences
7. Do you believe these can be changed and why?
8. How do you think change can be initiated?
9. When do you feel you most value someone’s voice? i.e. what causes you to place value
on someone’s opinions, thoughts, words, etc.
10. Why/Do you - think our society often dismisses the opinions of youth? How does this
affect your desire to participate in civic engagement and/or voice your opinion?
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Appendix B: Weekly Writing Prompts
1. What does having a “voice” mean to you?
2. What does “using your voice” mean to you
3. “I tend to acknowledge and consider others' opinions when developing my own” Do you
agree or disagree? Why?
4. “Because I am really, I am one person, and one person is not enough to make change,
there needs to be an entire group.... not an easy thing to do at my age” How do you feel
about this statement?
5. When are you most confident in using your voice? In other words, when do you most feel
empowered to speak your opinions?
6. What is the role of youth in creating change?
7. How about teachers/education systems
8. Tell me about a time when you felt value wasn’t placed on your voice. In other words, a
time when you feel someone did not consider your opinions or someone felt that your
opinions didn’t have any value
9. Tell me about a time when you believe you used your voice.
10. Tell me about a time when you believe a teacher/education system has made you feel
more confident in yourself to succeed
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Appendix C: Reflective Journaling Instructions
Record any thoughts, experiences, or reflections you have that relate to you voicing your
ideas/opinions/thoughts. These journal entries can document experiences you’ve had in the past
in which you feel your voice was neglected or not given true consideration. Your entries can also
include experiences in which you feel your voice was given true consideration.

